Grown-Up Love by Konner, Joan
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Joan Kanner (shown here with her husband, Alvin 
Perlmutter) Investigates theldifferences between romance 
and other kinds of love in "Grown-up Love" (page 158), 
"Romance is a stage when it comes to love," she says, "but 
popular culture seems stuck on that romantic stage," 
Kanner has been a television news reporter, writer, and 
Em my Award-winning producer and has created more 
than 50 
documentaries, 
She is professor 
and dean 






~ onner Forbes sraff writer Ann Marsh reports on finding a mate onll'll 
"' Wtlall Learned from Dating 100 Men (page 146) "I had a friend ckJlng 
t ,2 same thing, and sometimes we ended up gOing out with the Si'ln~!" 
RUYS We gave tllem nickl1ames," she says. Mars!l has liet'n a free'ance 
writer in CZedlosluvakia tind has written for the Los Angeles Times Rt'f/ 
Herring, ane! salon com, She lives In santa Monica, where she htl:> b~eil 
dating one of hoI' cybcr suitors for n:ore than a year 'The Internet tw 
• edify ct1arged my life," she <:.ays, 
l 0 \ (' j - a) chanlpagnc 
and high heels: 
(b) a passionate. china 
shanering flght, 
followed by an all-night 
tango: (c) a constant. 
nagging feeling of 
insecurity; (d) none 
of the above. JOAN 
KONNER explores 
the crucial difference 
between rOlllance 
and the I. \'\'ord. 
I H AVE BEEl'\ RES EAR C H -
ing the subject of love all my 
life. First, unsystematically, as 
a girl, trying to follow the pro-
grammed prescription-seeking 
"the one" and living happily ever 
after. Next I divorced and researched 
love as a woman, more systematically, 
confronting fantasies and failure , possj-
bilities and disappointments, false starts, 
and at last, beginning 24 years ago, a love 
that's enduring and nourishing- at least 
for the moment (I've learned never to 
take the gift oflove for granted). 
,{~ow J am on the case as a professional, 
:{ journalist who rebel. againSt almost 
everything I see, hear, and read about love 
in the popul¥ media. Every story insults 
my experience of love. Every story offers 
a ridiculous scenario that results in half-
baked romance and scorched lives. 
. T here's the tragic version: Love, Obsta-
cle , Separatio n, Loss (Romeo alldJuliet, 
Tristan (Jlld Isolde, Erich Segal's Love Story). 
And there's the fairy-tale version: Love, 
Obstacle, Triumph, Happily Ever After 
(Cinderella, My Big Fat Greek \'(/'eddil1g). The 
obstacle -cIa $, clan, race, work, con-
fli cting dreams-provide the dramatic 
tension. 
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In America we live in a culture that 
glorifies passionate, romantic love. Our 
friends are in love, dreaming or daydream-
ing of it, waiting and dating to fall into 
it. Women and men begin new lives in 
Jove. Romantic love is our inspiration, our 
motivation - our reason to be. Romance 
is a cultural obsession, an imperial ideal. 
We believe that love can be found, here 
and now and forever, in an installt, across 
a crowded room - or tomorrow, just around 
the corner. 
It can - but rarely. In realj ty, romance 
is more fleeting and more dangerous than 
we arc told , more complicated than we 
could ha e imagined, more elusive than 
we've been led to believe. Love is a 
promise made every day only to be bro-
ken tomorrow. 
As rheJungian analyst RobertJohnson 
wrote in \fle: Understanding the Psycbology 
of Romantic Love, "The fact that we say 
'romance' when we mean 'love' shows us 
that underneath our language there is 
a psychological muddle .. .. We are con-
fusing two great psychological systems 
within tiS, and this has a devastating effect 
on our lives and our relationships." 
In a documentary I'm researching and 
developing for television, ) want to dis-
tinguish love from romance, to explore 
the ideal of true love, or real love , as John-
son describes it. Talking toJohnson, I told 
him that it seems to me that love, not 
sccndi gt 
romance, is the love we seek, the love we 
need, the love that enriches life and has 
the potential to make us happy. That's the 
story I want to tell , I said-a different 
story oflove-and show its appeal to our 
deeper desires and nature. 
"Good luck!" Johnson said. "In this 
society, nobody wants to hear about it. 
Even if it is the truth." 
He may be right. Even our language 
undermines that story. We II e words like 
settle and settle down when we marry or 
accept a more stable relationship. We 
"compromise" for a mate who is flesh and 
blood if not quite the prince we inlagincd. 
Johnson calls the love he's talking about 
oatmeal love. Isn't there a tastier image? 
The very vocabulary advertises that the 
champagne of true love is flat. 
If we care fON T/S t· U) ON I' . I GL IYO 
'. . 
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or dare to look at what those who have 
thought deeply about Jove have wrin-en, 
we could learn that romance is potentially 
transformational but never lasting. Re-
search conducted by social scientists sug-
gests that "romance" lasts 18 months to 
three years. (Isolde's love potion worked 
for three years before it wore off.) We 
could lea rn that sexual union is only one 
expression of transcendent passion and 
human connection. More often sex is nei-
ther. We could learn that although the 
chemistry of connection can occur in an 
instant, the passage of time-along with 
friendship and respect - is a crucial ele-
ment of grown-up love, what might be 
called enlightened love. 
"The passion of romance is always 
directed at our own projections, our own 
expectations, our own fantasies," Johnson 
writes. "It is a love not of another person, 
but of ourselves." 
On the other hand, "Love is the one 
power that awakens the ego to the c,,;s-
tence of something outside itself, outside 
its empire, outside its security." 
Love, in other words, is transcending 
the ego to connect with another. 
Johnson writes: "The task of salvaging 
love from the swamps of romance begins 
with a shift of vision .. .. Real relatedness 
between two people is experienced in the 
small tasks they do together: the quiet 
conversation when the day's upheavals are 
at rest , the soft word of understanding, 
the daily compan.ionship, the encourage-
ment offered in a diffi cult moment, the 
small gift when least expected, the spon-
/ 
vaneous gesture oflove." 
Enlightened love is the connective tis-
sue of existence - a state of being that 
exists regardless of our opinions of what 
it ought to be. We 'live for this kind of 
love. We work for this kind of love. 
The noted psychoanalyst Ethel Person 
wrote in Dreams 0fZHVe and Fateful Enc01I1l-
ters: "Love is an act of the imagination." She 
says, "Most of us are not originators of 
stories. Most of us pull our ideas of Jove 
from the culture, from the poets and 
artists who bring this form of desire and 
gratification together into one script, one 
scenario. Only then does the average in-
dividual try to change the imaginary act 
into a lived life." In otherwords: NIe, Meg 
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Ryan; you, 10m Hanks - even in New Jer-
sey, maybe especially in New Jersey. 
So Jove is a story we tell ourselves. Ex-
cept the familiar love stories have gone 
stale. Today Cinderella's sisters hold jobs, 
and her stepmother has a support group. 
T he prince buys Viagra on the Internet, 
and the king opens his castle to the pub-
lic to make ends meet, if he's not traf-
ficking in insider trading. Romance has 
been degraded into a sexual how-to. We 
need a new story or a new telling of the 
old story. We need a Star'Wlrs of the 
heart-an epic, with heroes and heroines, 
huge challenges and glorious victories. 
Here's a personal story: 
It was our first vacation together, now 
24 years ago. We were rafting on the Rio 
Grande in central Colorado.Just the two 
of us, in a small rUQber raft. No guide, as 
two inexperienced rafters probably should 
have had. T he gray water was swift and 
turbulent. Rocks jutted out everywhere, 
jagged knives, sentries of slime, poised to 
rip our flimsy float. We twisted and spun 
in the flow. Now I was in front, then he, 
then 1. Hoarse with fear, I shouted over 
the roar of the river: Paddle this way! Pad-
dle that! I resurrected strokes from long-
gone memories of summer camp. Pull 
the paddle! Push the paddle! (No time for 
feathering now.) We traveled like smoke 
in a breeze, for miles it seemed, when 
abruptly the river veered right and a tall 
Love in Place 
I really don't remember falling in love 
all that much 
I remember wanting to bake corn 
bread and boil a ham and I 
certainly remember making lemon pie 
and when I used to smoke I 
stopped in the middle of my day to 
contemplate 
I see the old photographs and I am 
smiling and I'm sure quite 
happy but what I mostly see is me 
through your eyes 
and I am still young and slim and very 
much committed to the 
love we still have. 
-Nikki Giovanni, 
from Love Poems 
wall of rock appeared directly in our path. 
"Back, back," 1 screamed. "Stroke! Back!" 
Though he must have heard, he did not 
heed me. H e'd gone to camp, too-Boy 
Scout camp. He did what he had to do, 
issued orders ofltis own- not that I could 
see or hear beyond myself at that moment. 
Miraculously, we cleared the wall and 
headed into a lull in the river. In frustra-
tion and fatigue, J announced: "\Ve have 
conceptual differences!" To which he 
answered: "Shut up and paddle." Not 
exactly what I might have dreamed of. 
But we were safe after all, and in relief and 
disillusion, we laughed and kept paddling 
down the canyon. 
What is a story if not a metaphor, a 
myth in the making? 
Love is a raft in a swiftly moving river, 
scant protection against rapids and rocks, 
a private place of smells and tastes, elo-
quent looks and intimate touch, a cache 
of common dreams and accumulated his-
tory. We seek its secret , but it is as indi-
vidual as one's own face, hidden even 
from ourselves. Me, Joan; you, AI. We 
have conceptual differences. \XTe are con-
ceptual differences . We don't even pull 
into the driveway the same way. But isn't 
that where love begins, in the differ-
ence- the otherness- that makes love 
possible, and necessary? 
Love is the mystery of union, the dis-
tance to be transcended, the fuel to cross 
an infrnity. It's another kind of math. Two 
times Love equals One. We are One and 
not One, a paradox in being. And that's 
only the half of it, maybe only half of the 
half- my half. We shout and we shut up. 
We laugh, we paddle. The fuel is a flame 
that flickers. We give it air, and we trust 
the flame will not go out. The dramatic 
tension is internal. 
As Robert Heinlein told us in his I961 
novel Stranger hI a Strange Land' "Love is 
that condition in which the happiness of 
another person is essential to your oVin." 
So simple- the happiness of the other is 
essential to our own. Practice it for home-
work. That's a how-to that bears repeat-
ing, on a daily basis. As one wise woman, 
who outlived three happy husbands, ad-
vised: "Find out what he doesn't like, and 
don't do it." 
That's a'l(l)ye,story I'd like to report, a 
story missing in the popular media . As 
Johnson said: It takes a shift of vision . • 
